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VOWEL ALTERNATION IN MODERN BRETON 
W. B. S. Smith 


1. In Breton there are certain paradigmatic occurrences of vari- 
ations of vowel, They are highly complex and apparently irregular. 
They may be classified in three ways: by the type of word the alter- 
nation occurs in, by the vowel of the ‘normal’ situation, and by the 
vowel of the alternation. 

Vowel alternation occurs regularly or quasi-regularly in Breton 
in various sorts of words: in plurals of the dant : dent type, in 
which it is the sign of the plural; in -er plurals; in -i plurals; 
in -ien plurals; in -en plurals; in infinitives ending in -i; in 
infinitives ending in -el. All of these are fairly universal; there 
are also many cases in the verb, in which there is great dialectal 
variation; thus we find alternations before the following termina- 
tions: -it of the 2nd pl. pres., -och of the 2nd pl. fut.,-omp of 
the ist pl. pres. 

The alternations may all be regarded as variations between vowels 
relatively back and vowels relatively front. Because the back-vowel 
variant occurs in the singulars (of nouns) and participles (of 
verbs ) beside the front-vowel variant of the plurals and infini- 
tives, we Shall use the back vowel variant as the norm, or, to use 
the convenient term of Celtic grammarians, uninfected vowel, The 
other we shall call the infected vowel. ~ 

An uninfected vowel may be one of the following: 

a, o, @, ou (uj, ae, ao, acu [auj, ea, oa, oua [ua]. 

The following appear as infected vowels: 

e, i, eu [e], ei, go, oui [ui, wij. 

It is proper, I believe, to regard eo as a subtype of e, and 

(ui, wi] as a subtype of i, in respect to the alternation. 
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The names of the dialects are abbreviated thus: K = Cornouaille, 
L = Léonard, T = Tréguier, V = Vannetais. 
In Table A the arrangement is according to two principles with a 
third superimposed. Across the top are the infected vowels, e (in- 
eluding eo), i (including [ui, wi]), ei, or eu [ce]. Down the left 
are the uninfectot' vowels, each divided according to the type of word 
the infection occurs in: 

1. the dant : dent plural; 2. tho -en plural and -el infinitive; 

5. the -er and -ien plurals; 4. the -i plural and infinitive. 
This classification lists only cases where the vowel of one syllable 
is in question. One example only is given in the table for each case; 
further examples will be given below. 





TABLE A 


Infected vowel: e i ei eu 


Uninf. Type 
Vowel of Word 


a: 1 dant: dent 
2 krav: kreven 
3 sac’h:seier mab:mibien 
4 V bran:brenni bag: bigi 

° 1 korn: kern 
2 bom: bemen 
3 broz:brezier 
4 torret: terri 

e 1 V mestr:mistr 
4 mestr:mistri 

ae 1 maen:mein 
4 kael:kili 

ao 2 laosket:leskel } laosket; leuskel 

[au] 1 maout:meot 
3 gaou: geyer 

0a 1 troad: treid 
3 loar:lereier 

[ua } 1 louarn:lern 


The words in which more than one syllable is affected are very 
numerous and important. Table B treats them as in the preceding 
case, the classification being according to the second vowel of the 
two in question. Certain vowels of the uninfected vowel series are 
in parenthesis—these are vowels which are uninfected although the 
following vowel is infected. 








Infected: 


Uninf. Type 
a-a 1 


ew 


i-a 
{uj-a 
[y]-a 


a-oO 


~ fF ARPA A+ |= fF HA BP ox 


- O FP A 


[yJ-e 
a-fu) 


e-[u) 
o- fy) 


i-fy 
(y)- [ul 


ae-oua 1 


- FP wo 


gg YF a Ww 


e-e (o)-e 
e-eve her? 
(i)-e 
danvad: 
denved 
gouelan: 
goueleni 
ozac’h 
esec's golvan: 
golveni 
bisaec’h 
biseier 
askorn: 
eskern 
eskob: 
eskeb 
golo: 
goloet: goleier 
6elél — eitnog: 
kilheien 
digoret: 
karreg: digeri 
kerreg 
rastel: 
resteli 
kontel: 
kentel 
poléz: 
pelezi 
askourn: 
eskern 
Kelou: 
keleier golou: 
goleier 
bizou: 
bizeier 
goulou: 
gouleier 
aerouant: 


erevent 


TABLE B 1.8.3 
e- Lad (a)-i {feh-3 
(o)-i (Lyj)-i 
marskanv: 
levran: marskinvier 
levrini 
golvan: kobar: 
gelvin kobiri 
boue’ hal: 
boue’hili 
sujad: 
sujidi 
eskob: eskob: 
eskibien iskibien 
planken: mantell: 
plenkin mintill 
kalvez: pazenn: 
kilvizien pazinier 
mantell: mantell: 
mentilli mantilli 
gwerenn: 
gwerinier 
eteo: enezZ: 
etivi inizi 
kroc’ hen: 
a 
krec’hin kozenn: 
kozinier 
boked; : 
bokidi skudell: 
skudilli 
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2. These alternations are listed below in two lists, one for 
each Table, with further examples. Note that each alternation in 
the first list recurs as part of several alternations in the other: 
a:e, for example, in o-a:e-e and a-o:e-e among others, all of which 
will be found in the second list. 


LIST FOR TABLE A 


a:e 1. sg. dant : pl. dent ‘tooth’, gavr : gevr ‘goat’, marc’h : 
mere’h ‘horse’, sant : sent ‘saint’, yar : year ‘hen’. 2. sé. 
krav : pl. kreven ‘point’, dramm : dremmen ‘sheaf’, drav : dreven 
‘hurdle’, lamm : lemmen ‘leap’, samm : semmen ‘sheaf’; pcpl. 
klafivet : inf. klefivel ‘get sick’, dale’het : dere’hel (delc’hel) 
‘hold’, ganet : genel ‘bear (a child)’, galvet : gervel (gelvel) 
‘call’, hafivet : hefivel ‘name’, harzet : herzel ‘resist’, lamet : 
lemel ‘take away’, manet : menel ‘remain’, marvet : mervel ‘die’, 
savet : sevel ‘stand, raise’, tavet : tevel ‘be silent’. 3.sg. 
sac’h ; pl. seier ‘sack’, T krav : krevien ‘point’. 4. sg. V 
bran : brenni ‘crow’. Also, dialectically: pepl. lakaet : 1 pl. 
pres. lekeomp ‘place’, karet : 2 sg. pres. kerez ‘love’; anoma- 
lously: sgtv. c’hoanenn : coll. c’houen ‘flea’, pl. gragez : sg. 
gewreg ‘woman’, sg. gad : pl. gedon ‘hare’, 

a@:i 3. sg. garz : pl. girzier ‘hedge’, baz : bicher ‘stick’, kaz : 
kicher ‘cat’, iale’h ;: ile*’hier ‘purse’, fale’h : file’hier 
‘sickle’, arc’h : ire’hier ‘coffer’, mab : mibien ‘son’. 4. sg. 
bag : bigi ‘boat’, bano : binvi ‘sow’, bran : brini ‘crow’, 
karo : kirvi ‘stag’, karr : kirri ‘cart’, draskl : driskli 
‘thrush’, gast : gisti ‘bitch’, pal : pili ‘spade’, taro : tirvi 
‘bull’. Also, dialectically: pepl. lakaet : 2 pl. pres. likit, 
L gad : gidoun ‘hare’; also the little plural class of meneziad : 
menezidi ‘nountaineer’. 

o:e 1. korn : kern ‘horn’, kloc’h : klec’h ‘bell’, horz ; herz 
‘mallet’. 2. bom : bemen ‘upturned earth’ (in the expression 
bom douar). 3%. broz : brezier ‘skirt’, kloz : klezier ‘enclos- 
ure’, L foz : fecher ‘trench’, horz : herzier ‘mallet’, porz : 
persier ‘court’, kloc’h : kleier ‘bell’, roc’h : reier ‘rock’, 
krog : kreyer ‘hook’, kog : keger ‘cock’, 4. kog : kegi ‘cock’, 
kloe’h ; klec’hi ‘bell’; pepl. torret : inf. terri ‘break’, 
kroget : kregi ‘catch on’, losket : leski ‘burn’, roget : regi 
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‘tear’, roet : rei ‘give’, skoet : skei ‘hit’, stoket : steki 
‘hit’, toet : tei ‘roof’, troet : trei ‘turn’. Also: some forms 
of roet ‘give’ which have -i- in the termination, e.g. 2 pl. 
pres. reit; the irregular plural kerniel of korn ‘horn’. In the 
Tréguier the correspondent of KL final -ou [u] is -o. The -ier 
plurals of the little group of words ending in KL -ou belong 
thus also to the o:e alternation. in Tréguier. KTL golo : goleier 
‘cover’ is attached to this class also. 

e:i 1. V mestr : mistr ‘master’. 4. mestr : mistri ‘master’, 
lestr : listri ‘vessel’, ero : irvi ‘furrow’, tread : tridi ‘star- 
ling’; pepl. bervet : inf. birvi ‘boil’, kredet : kridi ‘dare’, 
kresket : kriski ‘grow’, debret : dibri ‘eat’, medet : midi 
‘harvest’, pedet : pidi ‘ask’. 

No other simple vowel in monosyllables (in the singular) enters 

into these alternations of infection. The uninfected compound 

vowels are: ae (L [ea], KT [e], V [ea, e]), ao (L [ao], KT ana 

Lower Vannetais [o], Upper Vannetais au [a0]), aou (KTL and Lower 

Vannetais [au] — Upper Vannetais eu, the correspondent, provides 

no example of alternation that I know of), oa, and oua [ua]. 

ae-ci 1, maen : mein ‘stone’, draen : drein ‘thorn’; adj. 1. kaez 
keiz ‘poor’. 

ae-i 4. kael : kili ‘bars’ (as in a fence). 

ao-e 2. laosket : leskel ‘let’. 

ao-eu [we] 2. laosket : leuskel ‘let’, taolet : teurel ‘throw’. 

aou-e 1. maout : meot ‘sheep’ (eo is a subtype of e in alternation). 
3S. gaou : geyer ‘lie’, kraou : kreier ‘stall’. 

oa;e 3. loar : lerier ‘stocking’ . 

oa:ei 1. troad : treid ‘foot’, oan : ein ‘lamb’. . 

(oa:oe in kloareg : kloer ‘cleric’.) 

oua:e 1. louarn : lern: ‘fox’, houarn : hern ‘iron’. 























































































































_ LIST FOR ‘TABLE B 


@-a:e-e 1. sg. dafivad:: pl. defmved ‘sheep’, abad : ebed ‘abbot’, 
alar : eler ‘plow’, bastard : besterd ‘bastard’, manac’h : 
menec’h ‘monk’, : 

a-az:a-i 3. sg. marskafiv : pl. marskifivier ‘bier’. 

(a-a:i-i dialectally: pepl. lavaret : 2 pl. pres. livirit ‘speak’. ) 

@-a:e-e 1. levran : levren ‘hare’. 4. gouelan : goueleni ‘gull’. 


























1.8.6 STUDIES IN LINGUISTICS 





@-a;e-i 4, levran : levrini ‘hare’. vei. 4 ' - 

0-a:e-e..1. ozac’h : ezec’h ‘husband’, golvan : gelven ‘sparrow’ b 

O-a:0-6 4. golvan : golveni ‘sparrow’. _ 

o-a:e-i. 1..,golvan : gelvin ‘sparrow’. ak 

o-a:o-i 4. kobar : kobiri ‘lighter, barge’. 

i-a:i-e 3. bisac’h ; biseier ‘wallet’. 

[uJj-a: [uJ-i. 4. bouc’hal : boue’*hili. ‘axe’. 

C[y]-a:(y]-i 4. sujad : sujidi ‘subject’, Kujar. ; kKlujiri ‘par- 
tridge’. 

a-0;:e-e 1. askorn : eskern ‘bone’, kador : keder ‘chair’. 

(a-o-0;e-e-e 1, abostol : ebestel ‘apostle, epistle’.) 

€-0:e-e .1. eskob : eskeb ‘bishop’, kelorn : kelern ‘bucket, cask’. 

e-o:e-i (NB. I know of no example of o:i ina single syllable) s. 
egkob : eskibien ‘bishop’. er rai ig 

e-o:i-i (see note above) 3. eskob : iskibien ‘bishop’. 

o-0:e-e 4. goloet : gelei ‘cover’. 

0-0:0-6 3. golo : goleier ‘cover’. This word goes into the group 
of bizou : bizeier ‘ring’. 

i-o:i-e 3. kilhog : kilheien ‘cock’. 4. digoret : digeri ‘open’. 

a-6:e-e 1. karreg : kerreg ‘reef, crag’. 4. rastel : resteli 

- *pake, rack, grille’. 

a-e:6-i 1. planken : plenkin ‘plank’. 4, mantell : mentilli 
‘coat’. : 

(a-e-e:a-e-i 4. L alc’houeder : alc’houediri ‘lark’ St-Pol.) 

a-e@:i-i 1. K mantell : mintill ‘coat’. 3. kalvez : kilvizien 
‘carpenter’. 

a-6:a-i 3. pazenn : pazinier ahen! , barrenn :; eee ‘bar’, 
gwalenn : gwalinier ‘rod’. 4. mantell : mantilli ‘cloak, mantle’, 
kastell : kastilli ‘castle’. 7 i , ; 

e-e:e-i 3. gwerenn : gwerinier ‘glass’. 4. eteo ; stivi ‘brand’, 
L legrest : legristi ‘lobster’ St-Pol. sii 

e-e:i-i 4, enez : inizi ‘island’, brézel : brizili ‘mackerel’, 

 Kenderv : kindirvi ‘cousin (male)’, ezel : izili ‘limb, member’, 

o-e:e-e 1. V kontel : kentel ‘knife’, T korden.: kerden ‘cord’, 
pore’hel : perc’hel ‘pig’, roc’hel : rec’hel ‘rock’, krozel : 
krezel ‘stickleback’. 4. V poléz : pélézi ‘pullet’. 

O+e3e-i 1. kroc’hen : krec’hin ‘skin’, kr ogenn : kregin ‘shell’, 

';Kolen : kelin ‘puppy’, korden : kerdin ‘cord’, L orden :_ grain 
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‘sheaf’ St-Pol. , 
o-e:0-i 3. kozen : kozinier ‘fallow field’. 4. boked : bokidi 
‘flower’, boled : bolidi ‘bullet’. - 


Cyj-e:[yJ]-i 4. skudell : skudilli ‘bowl’. — 

So far as I can determine, [u] has infection under two conditions: 
1. In Léonard in those words in which it correspond to -o- of the 
other dialects, e.g.: 

a-[u]:e-e 1. askourn : eskern ‘bone’ St-Pol, KT askorn. 

2. In the words ending in the singular in -ou [u], T -o, V -eu [wy], 
which have -ier plurals the vowel before the termination is KTL -e-, 
V -eu- [w(y)]. The Tréguier forms go with the infection of -o-, and 
the Vannetais forms do not interest us heve at all. Such words are: 
(ujJ:e-e 3. kelow : keleier ‘news’. 

{uJ:o-e 3. golou : goleier ‘cover’. 

i-{uj:i-e 3. bizow : bizeier ‘ring’. 

(uj-(uj:(uj-e 3. goulow ; gouleier ‘light’. 

A similar opposition almost certainly exists in sets of words like 
the two plurals of park ‘field’, i.e. parkou : parkeier, etc. 
ae-ou;e-eve 1. aerouant : erevent ‘demon’. 




















e- 
o- 




















3. The one great use of vowel alternation as a technique in 
grammar is in the plural of nouns, as we have already seen. Outside 
the class which has no suffix at all the vowel alternation occurs 
also, as we have seen, in the little -en class, in the -ien class, 
in the -er class, and-in the -i class. In the -en class it may have 
some grammatical significance, since without this vocalism these 
nouns would readily suggest the collective : singulative opposition. 
Outside the plural category the vowel alternation has no grammatical 
importance at all. In its use in infinitives it is probably purely 
secondary to the use of the suffix. 

4. Although I have given by no means all the examples of vowel 
alternation there are, it is probable that the relative numbers of 
members of classes I have given are fairly exact; thus where only 
one or two examples appear, the class is relatively small or the 
examples are isolated. 

The following generalizations based on the examples I have cited 
seem not too radical: 

a. eis the infected form of o, ei of ae and oa, and eu of ao. 
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b. The infected form of a varies according to the sort of word 
it is in: e is the infected form except in plurals of the -er, 
-ien, and -i classes and infinitives of the -i class, where the in- 
fected form is usually -i. , 

¢. -i- occurs scarcely at all as an infected form except in -er, 
-ien, and -i plurals and -i infinitives; and there is one important 
group of words of the vowel alternating plural class which have -i- 
as the infected vowel, namely, the group of kroc’hen : krec’hin. 

d. The infected form of -e- is -i-; this appears in the cases 
enumerated in $3. 

. Cy] and i have no infected form. 

2 There are no general examples of the infection of [u]. 

In words which are disyllablés in the uninfected form the vowel 
of the last syllable of the uninfected form is treated in case of 
infection according to the rules above. There are too few trisyl- 
lables to generalize. In words which are of two syllables when 


uninfected: “ i 
&. When the vowel of the:second syllable is infected, the vowel 


of the first syllable is also provided it be stressed. The infected 
vowel is -e- except in K mantell ;: mintill. 

h. When the vowel of the second: syllable is stressed in the in- 
fected form, the vowel ‘of the first syllable is:likely not to be 
infected. If the vowel of the first syllable’ is infected, it is -e- 
if the uninfected vowel is -o- or if the vowel: of the second syl- 
lable is -e-. It is -i- if the vowel of the second syllable is -i-, 
except in mantell : mentilli. ‘ 

However, without-much more material than.is now at hand on the 
language and the dialects, it is very dangerous to make general 
rules about any phenomenon so complex as the vowel alternations. 








[July 20, 1942] 





